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Introduction 
On the topic of historic abuse, the question arises, why is historic abuse historic? 
Why was it not something that was addressed at the time and within the space 
that it occurred? Why are victims/survivors only in recent years finding the 
opportunity to have their voices heard and seek justice? To shed light on some 
of these questions, this article, which is based on findings from a Scottish study 
ZLWKDGXOWYLFWLPVVXUYLYRUVRIDEXVHLQFDUHH[SORUHVFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVLQ
relation to disclosing abuse historically. Individuals who participated in the 
research experienced abuse whilst in state care, namely whilst residing in 
residential care settings and foster placements.  
It is important to clarify from the outset that the findings of this research are 
based on the experiences of victims/survivors of abuse who did not receive 
appropriate responses from adults, in light of the abuse they suffered during 
their childhood. It is acknowledged that undoubtedly there were children who 
were supported appropriately by adults in their lives at the time.  The purpose of 
this article, however, is to reflect on the experiences of those children who faced 
barriers in relation to reporting their abuse as well as highlighting the difficulties 
they faced with having their disclosures responded to appropriately. 
Setting the context 
From the outset, it may be worth remembering Foucault (1980, p131), and his 
understanding of truth, whereby: 
(DFKVRFLHW\KDVLWVUHJLPHRIWUXWKLW¶VJHQHUDOSROLWLFVRIWUXWKWKDWLVWKH
types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the 
mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 
statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 
procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those 
who are charged with saying what counts as true. 
,IZHDQDO\VHWKHZD\VLQZKLFKWKHµWUXWK¶RIFKLOGDEXVHKDVEHHQFRQVWUXFWHG
a loose Foucauldian interpretation may allow us to understand why it is, that 
only in recent times the abuse of children in the past is increasingly gaining 
recognition in the UK as well as in other parts of the world (see, for example, 
Skold & Swain 2015).  
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It has been argued that social discourse on child abuse has been constructed 
and reconstructed in different ways throughout history, which has subsequently 
LQIOXHQFHGVRFLHW\¶VSHUFHSWLRQRILWVH[LVWHQFH%HOO,QDWWHPSWVWR
explain why the abuse of children occurred, it is suggested that of particular 
significance has been the combination of the dominant values and philosophy of 
society and its structures, which impact on the nature of human interaction and 
relationships. The argument has also been made that child abuse occurs due to 
the way in which childhood is defined and how notions around this are 
constructed and understood (Gil 1975). For example, what is the definition of 
childhood? What is expected of children and their behaviour? What are children 
entitled to? What exactly is the status of children within society?  
Referring back to Foucault, we are able to see the correlation between the 
SUHVHQFHRIDµSROLWLFVRIWUXWK¶DQGFKLOGUHQEHLQJOLVWHQHGWRDQGEHOLHYHGZKHQ
they attempted to report their abuse. In part at least, this has been influenced 
by how historically, views surrounding children and child welfare often devalued 
the status of children, consequently in some respects, this fuelled the 
marginalisation of children and facilitated the silencing of their voices (Stein 
2006). In addition to this, there is also said to have been a devaluation of the 
human rights of children, whereby the rights of adults have been emphasised in 
detriment to the safety and welfare of children (Hawkins & Briggs, 1997). 
Therefore, it may rationally be surmised that because the abuse of children was 
understood differently to how it is understood presently in modern day society, 
WKHµWUXWK¶RIFKLOGDEXVHKLVWRULFDOO\ZDVDWUXWKZKLFKZDVSUHGRPLQDQWO\
µXQKHDUDEOH¶DQGRUµXQEHOLHYDEOH¶ 
It could be argued, then, that within historical constructs of childhood within the 
8.ZKHUHFKLOGUHQZHUHQRWSHUFHLYHGDVµFUHGLEOH¶FLWL]HQVZKDWWKH\VDLG
whether it was the reporting of abuse (or anything else for that matter), it would 
QRWQHFHVVDULO\EHFRQVLGHUHGDVWKHµWUXWK¶E\DGXOWV,WFRXOGIXUWKHUEe 
suggested that such responses from adults were often prominent, regardless of 
where and how the adult was positioned in relationship to the child. The abuse of 
FKLOGUHQKLVWRULFDOO\PD\OLNHO\KDYHEHHQRQHRIWKRVHµWUXWKV¶ZKLFKGLGQRWµILW¶
with the truths of the time; rendering the speaking of such truth a futile 
endeavour. 
This brief consideration on the positioning of children historically is only intended 
to serve as an introduction to setting the context in which the ensuing research 
findings can be understood. However, the social constructs and understandings 
of childhood and child abuse do not in any way minimise the fact that 
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responsible adults with a duty of care, actually failed children in providing them 
with the care and protection they needed and deserved. As one survivor 
articulated so clearly: 
,DFFHSWWKHIDFWWKDWWKHUHZHUHQ¶WFKLOGUHQ¶VULJKWVDWWKDWWLPHOLNH
children were seen and not heard. So I accept that was the way it was. But 
people and the government did have responsibility. 
Research findings 
5HVHDUFKILQGLQJVIURPWKLVVWXG\GHPRQVWUDWHGWKDWYLFWLPVXUYLYRU¶VKLVWRULF
experience in relation to the reporting of abuse was fraught with difficulties and 
tensions. Analysis of the interviews undertaken with victims/survivors evidenced 
how their difficult experience in relation to reporting abuse fell into one of two 
categories; barriers in reporting abuse and inappropriate responses to the 
reporting of abuse. Therefore to frame the findings of the research, two 
questions are asked: primarily, why was it that historically children in care did 
not disclose their abuse? And secondly, when children did disclose their abuse, 
what responses did they receive? 
1. Why did children not disclose their abuse experiences at the 
time?  
Children did not always disclose their abuse because they either felt unable to or 
were unwilling to do so. Victims/survivors of abuse spoke of their reasons for 
non-disclosure, which were either singular or multiple and occurred 
simultaneously or ran concurrently. What did become clear is that there were a 
multitude of barriers present for children historically, which impeded their ability 
to disclose the abuse they were suffering. The reasons shared by 
victims/survivors regarding their non-disclosure are presented below.  
People already knew but did not act 
µ7KH\NQHZLWZDVJRLQJRQ«(YHU\RQHNQHZDERXWLWDQGGRQHQRWKLQJ¶. 
Victims/survivors spoke of how the adults they came across in their lives were 
already aware of the fact that the abuse was taking place, therefore in essence, 
there was nothing there to actually be disclosed. The view that dominated such 
accounts was centred on the idea of what purpose would be served by stating 
that which was already known but not acted upon? 
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One participant recalled his experience of this in sharing:  
There was one guy who was the deputy officer in charge of the main stay. 
+HKDGNQRZQLQµµZLWKWKHILUVWDEXVHKHKDGNQRZQZKDWZDV
KDSSHQLQJDQGGRQHDEVROXWHO\QRWKLQJWRSUHYHQWLW+HGLGQ¶WVD\
DQ\WKLQJKHGLGQ¶t report it to the police or anything like that. 
In some situations therefore, adults were aware of the abuse children were 
suffering yet did not act; leaving children with very little to do or say. A sense of 
futility may have been present for children, whereby repeating that which was 
obvious and already known to adults may have appeared to be somewhat of a 
pointless exercise.  
Nobody to tell 
µBecause there was not always someone to turn to¶. 
On a similar note, children also experienced a sense of how there was actually 
nobody they could share their sufferings with. Whatever the reason, children in 
some cases felt the avenues to make disclosures were not available. As one 
individual stated: µ:HGLGQ¶WNQRZZKRWRVSHDNWR¶. 
Children were sometimes isolated in their abuse experiences and did not have 
access to adults who they felt they could disclose their abuse to. Historically 
therefore, children felt they had nobody to tell, either because there was nobody 
available who they could trust to share their experiences with or because they 
simply did not know who they could possibly turn to.  
Lack of opportunity 
µ7KH\GLGQ¶WOHWXVVSHDNWRDQ\RQHDORQH¶. 
$SDUWIURPWKHUHEHLQJµQRERG\WRWHOO¶KLVWRULFH[SHULHQFHVRIFKLOGUHQZDnting 
WRGLVFORVHWKHLUDEXVHZHUHRIWHQLPSDFWHGE\WKHµODFNRIRSSRUWXQLW\WRWHOO¶
One victim/survivor shared their experience of being visited by their social 
worker, which highlights some of what children experienced in this light: 
Our social worker ZRXOGFRPHRQFHDPRQWKDQG\RXZHUHLQDFXELFOHLW¶V
RQO\DERXWWKHVL]HRIDGRRUZD\«DQGWKHUHZDVWZRVHDWVDQGDJODVV
door, but the nun would come in beside you and the social worker would 
DVN\RXLIWKHUH¶VDQ\WKLQJZRUU\LQJ\RX<RXFRXOGQ¶WWHll her. 
Children in care often lived in remote areas and would be visited by social 
workers and others on occasion, but the space for private conversations with 
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external individuals was restricted by those who were often perpetrating the 
abuse, therefore making it virtually impossible for children to speak openly and 
freely regarding their experiences of abuse. 
Fear of further harm 
µNo way you could tell anyone, you would get battered¶. 
Another reason behind children historically not feeling able to openly and freely 
speak of their abuse was due to the fact that in some cases they actually feared 
further harm:  
$QGKHKDGKLVKDQGRQDNQLIHDQGVDLGµ,NQRZSHRSOHDWWKHKRPHVRLI
\RX¶UHWKLQNLQJRIWHOOLQJDQ\ERG\LW¶OOJHWEDFNWRPHDQGLWZLOORQO\Pake 
PDWWHUVZRUVHIRU\RXUVHOI¶ 
The very real threat of further harm and the potential for the extension or 
escalation of the harm, which had already been suffered by children, posed a 
significant barrier to them feeling able to disclose their abuse to relevant adults. 
Some victims/survivors expressed how they were hopeful that if they stayed 
silent the abuse would stop, or that the next episode of abuse would not be as 
severe as to what had previously occurred. A multitude of fears around the 
further harm that would be caused to them therefore, caused some children to 
suffer their abuse in silence. 
Fear of not being believed 
µ,FRXOGQ¶WWHOODQ\ERG\EHFDXVH,WKRXJKWWKH\ZRXOGQ¶WEHOLHYHPH¶. 
A substantial point of concern for some children, which impeded their ability to 
disclose the abuse they were experiencing historically, was the fear of not being 
believed. Their experiences were so acute that children sometimes found 
themselves believing that no adult would ever believe that they were suffering at 
the hands of another adult. For example: 
6RFLDOZRUNHUVZRXOGYLVLWHYHU\WKUHHPRQWKVDVNLQJKRZZH¶UHGRLQJDQG
give us a couple of quid. But you just knew better than to say anything, 
EHFDXVHLI\RXWULHGWKH\¶GEHJRLQJµDUH\RXVXUHLW¶VQRW\RX"¶ 
For some children therefore, the fear of not being believed in this way prevented 
them from disclosing their abuse experiences to professional adults and others. 
Protecting loved ones 
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µIt would have killed my dad and my gran if they had known what was going on 
in the home, it would have killed them¶. 
For some children, a conscious choice to not disclose the abuse they were 
experiencing stemmed from the concerns they had for their loved ones. At a 
very young age, some children took the responsibility upon themselves to not let 
their sufferings become the cause of pain for those they cared for and had 
positive attachments with. For example:  
I was 15 when I came back home and I refused to go back. My mum said 
DVZHOOVKHIRXQGEUXLVHVRQP\KHDGWKDWKDGQ¶WEHHQWUHDWHG,FRXOGQ¶W
tell her I just couldn¶WWHOOP\PXPWKHWKLQJVWKDWZHUHJRLQJRQWKHUH 
The pain that children themselves were suffering as a direct result of their abuse 
was therefore seen as something which need not cause pain to others, which 
resulted in some children choosing not to disclose anything to adults they 
trusted and loved. The responsibility that children placed upon themselves to 
protect others from harm, particularly their family members was therefore 
another factor that sometimes contributed to their silence. 
Normalisation of abuse 
µWe were made to believe it happened because we deserved it¶. 
Despite the harm being caused, abuse experiences for some children in care 
became normalised. Therefore, some children came to understand their abuse as 
a normal part of everyday life, which made it difficult for them to explain their 
suffering to others. As one victim/survivor highlighted: 
,FRXOGQ¶WSK\VLFDOO\WHOODQ\ERG\WKDWWKDWJX\ZDVKLWWLQJPHZKHQ,ZDV
\RXQJ,WZDVDFDVHRI,ZDVPDGHWRWKLQNWKDWLI\RX¶UHRXWRIOLQH\RX¶OO
JHWSXWEDFNLQOLQHZLWKDZKDFNWKDW¶VWKHZD\\RXZHUHJRLQJWREH
treated. 
For some children in care, therefore, their inability to reach out and disclose 
abuse was influenced by the culture or environment they found themselves in; 
which created a sense of normality around the abuse experiences they were 
having. Abuse in some instances became a means of discipline and discipline 
was understood as part and parcel of everyday life. Hence, what was there to 
WHOO":KHQFKLOGUHQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJVZHUHVRPHWLPHVHQJUDLQHGZLWKWKHLGHD
that the abuse itself was a natural response to behaviour on their part, which 
had been deemed unacceptable.  
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+RZGLGDGXOWVUHVSRQGWRFKLOGUHQ¶VGLVFORVXUHVRIDEXVH
historically?  
Inappropriate responses were often the outcome of children disclosing their 
abuse to adults responsible for their care; and these inappropriate responses 
manifested themselves in various ways. Again it is reiterated, that these 
DFFRXQWVDUHQRWUHIOHFWLYHRIDOOFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVKLVWRULFDOO\DV
undoubtedly there were children who were supported appropriately following 
disclosures.  There were, however, instances whereby children did disclose their 
abuse to adults in their lives, and when they did the responses they received 
ZHUHVLJQLILFDQWO\LQDSSURSULDWH9LFWLPVXUYLYRU¶VDFFRXQWVRIWKHLQDSSURSULDWH
responses they received after disclosing their abuse to adults are presented 
below. 
Ignoring children 
µI reported my abuse there and then, I reported my abuse all the time, to the 
staff, to the police but I was ignored¶. 
For some children, reporting their abuse and being ignored was a common 
experience. The abuse the children were disclosing was therefore not 
acknowledged and consequently not acted upon, for example: 
$QG,ZDVWHOOLQJDOOWKHVRFLDOZRUNHUVZKDWZDVJRLQJRQEXWWKH\ZHUHQ¶W
doing anything about it you knRZ«:HZHUHWHOOLQJWKHDXWKRULWLHV
throughout what was happening to us and nothing was done so they kept 
basically ignoring it. 
For some, experiences of being ignored by the adults they were disclosing their 
abuse to caused high levels of frustration. In some cases children were 
repeatedly telling adults in positions of power what they were suffering but their 
plight was dismissed by not being afforded any attention whatsoever. Some 
victims/survivors spoke of how this left them with feelings of mistrust; whilst 
leaving them to believe that nobody would ever sincerely listen and acknowledge 
the reality of what had happened to them as children. 
Disbelieving children 
µI can remember going to a police officer after one of my beatings I got off of her 
and I told the police outside on the street and he said, ³go home and stop telling 
your lies´¶ 
When adults did listen, a large proportion of victims/survivors highlighted how 
their endeavours in reporting abuse to adults at the time, resulted in responses 
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of disbelief. Children attempted to convince adults to believe what they were 
sharing with them in various ways, sometimes this involved drastic actions such 
as absconding or self-harming; yet still, it often remained that children were not 
believed. As one individual shared: 
Nobody believed you then, I told the police, I told the school inspector. I 
tried to stab myself and they got a psychologist to see me in the home but 
nobody believed me. 
:KHQFKLOGUHQZHUHGLVEHOLHYHGFKLOGUHQ¶VµWUXWKV¶LQWKLVZD\ZHUHKLVWRrically 
FRQVWUXFWHGDVµOLHV¶GLPLQLVKLQJWKHYDOXHDVFULEHGWRGLVFORVXUHVDQG
consequently diminishing the scope for any potential response. After all, if the 
abuse disclosed by children was not credited with being based on truth, what 
need remained to respond to it in any way more substantial than reprimanding 
the child?  
Trivialising abuse 
µBig deal, get over it¶. 
Victims/survivors shared their experiences of reporting the abuse they were 
suffering, only to be met with a response, which outwardly at least, normalised 
the event as being trivial. As one individual explained: µHis attitude was that if it 
happened to you it happened to you - \RXNQRZµGRQ¶WFRPHUXQQLQJWRXV¶NLQG
of attitude¶. 
On occasions therefore, adults were somewhat dismissive of the abuse actually 
taking place, as well as undermining the severity of its impact on those children 
disclosing what they were suffering. Trivialising the abuse in such a way, almost 
to the point of its non-existence was therefore another way in which some adults 
LQDSSURSULDWHO\UHVSRQGHGWRFKLOGUHQ¶VGLVFORVXUHVRIDEXVHKLVWRULFDOO\ 
Blaming children 
µ,W¶VKDSSHQLQJWR\RXEHFDXVH\RXGHVHUYHLW¶. 
It may be surprising, that it was possible for children to be blamed by adults for 
the abuse they suffered; but this was a reality for some children nonetheless. 
One victim/survivor who suffered sexual abuse from other children residing in 
the home she stayed in shared her experiences: µI complained a few times to the 
police, and they said, ³LW¶V\RXUIDXOWDQG\RXVKRXOGQ¶WKDYHZRUQDVKRUWVNLUW´¶ 
Some children were subject to being blamed by adults for the abuse they 
experienced, which rendered their disclosures a means of further harm as 
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opposed to benefit. Having been through the trauma of abuse itself, only to be 
blamed for it when disclosing their suffering to adults, may have substantially 
exacerbated the levels of trauma already present for individuals.  
Inaction 
µ0\KHDGZDVVSOLW,WROGWKHGRFWRUZKDWKDGKDSSHQHGDQGKHGLGQ¶WGR
anything about it. ,WZDVQ¶WKLVSODFHWRGRDQ\WKLQJ¶. 
Can inaction be as detrimental as some actions? The answer in respect of the 
abuse suffered by children historically, surely must be yes; because when 
reporting their abuse, children were faced with adults who did not always take 
the necessary actions, if any action at all. Victims/survivors recounted their 
experiences such as: 
I told the headmaster once and he got the police in but there was nothing 
done about it. The police came to the school and they did absolutely 
nothing. They never even went to speak to her or made a report or 
anything, even though I had belt marks at the back of my legs. 
Although in this scenario, the headmaster did take action by alerting the police, 
the police subsequently took no further action; resulting in an overall sense of 
inaction for the child. For most victims/survivors who spoke of how there had 
been no actions taken in response to them disclosing abuse, the inaction more 
often than not began with the adult they directly disclosed to. In such instances, 
children disclosed their abuse, adults were aware of the abuse and 
acknowledged it had or was happening and did nothing further. In essence 
therefore, despite the abuse being known of and acknowledged by adults, the 
outcome was inaction. 
Inappropriate action 
µThe only thing they were going to do was send us to another place¶. 
Where action was taken, for some victims/survivors the actions did not correlate 
with what they had disclosed. Surely if abuse was the concern then those 
perpetrating the abuse needed to be held to account or measures needed to be 
taken to prevent any further abuse? Instead, at times, adults responded by 
taking actions, which did not make for fitting responses. In the majority of cases 
where this mismatch of responses was highlighted, victims/survivors spoke of 
how they were relocated: 
:K\µ+LVWRULF¶$EXVH"([SHULHQFHVRI&KLOGUHQ5HSRUWLQJ$EXVHHistorically 
 
 
11 
,ZHQWGRZQWRWKHVXSHULQWHQGHQW«,WROGKLPWKDWWKH\NHHSKLWWLQJPH
and he told me to go back. When I went back the house parent really went 
for it, hitting me. It was some months later I was moved, they just said 
SDFN\RXUWKLQJVDQG\RX¶UHJRLQJWRDGLIIHUHQWKRXVH 
Where children reported abuse historically and action was taken, for some those 
very actions were inappropriate; in the sense that the root cause of abuse was 
not addressed, rather the concern was displaced via the relocation of children, or 
relocation of perpetrators. Yes, in this case the abuse stopped, but we cannot 
GLVPLVVKRZWKHDFWLRQRIGLVUXSWLQJDFKLOG¶VOLIHWRUHORFDWHWKHPUDWKHUWKDQ
directly addressing the abuse issue itself, rendered such actions inappropriate at 
times. 
Conclusion 
The discussion within this article has presented the factors impacting on 
FKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVRIGLVFORVLQJDEXVHWKH\VXIIHUHGLQFDUHVHWWLQJV,WLV
argued that as a consequence of the way in which children felt unable to disclose 
their abuse, coupled with the ways in which abuse was sometimes 
inappropriately responded to at the time, are significant factors which have 
UHVXOWHGLQWKHPRGHUQGD\FRQFHUQVDURXQGµKLVWRULFDEXVH¶$EXVHQHHGHGQRW
WRKDYHHYHUEHFRPHµKLVWRULF¶ZKDWQHHGHGWRKDYHEHHQGRQHZDVIRULWWREH
addressed appropriately at the time, space and context within which it occurred; 
which unfortunately was not always the case. This was perpetuated substantially 
E\WKHWHQVLRQVVXUURXQGLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VDELOLW\WRGLVFORVHWKHLUDEXVHH[SHULHQFHV
to adults, as well as the responses they received in the aftermath of disclosures.  
It is evident that children did attempt to report their abuse with the hope that it 
would be addressed at the time; often, however, adults with responsibility did 
not respond in appropriate ways. Victims/survivors coming forward to seek 
justice in the present day are not necessarily speaking of the abuse they 
suffered for the first time, in fact they attempted to do so as children and faced 
overwhelming barriers when attempting to make themselves heard. For some 
individuals, the difficulties they experienced in relation to disclosing their abuse 
resulted in them attempting to repress memories of their abuse experience, due 
to a sense of mistrust and fear around sharing their experiences again. Due to 
the barriers faced in relation to making disclosures and not having disclosures 
appropriately responded to, victims/ survivors often did not relate their 
experiences again, until recently, whereby the topic of historic abuse has 
become part of wider social discourse and they are able to speak as adults, not 
:K\µ+LVWRULF¶$EXVH"([SHULHQFHVRI&KLOGUHQ5HSRUWLQJ$EXVHHistorically 
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as the powerless children they once were. As one victim/survivor summarised it: 
Kids wHUHVHHQDQGQRWKHDUGNLGVZHUHQ¶WHYHQEHOLHYHG 
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